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AN AFTERNOON WITH SYLVIA PANETIA 
Between phone calls and bites of mi-
crowaved lunch, Sylvia Panetta takes a 
break from her frantic pace at the 16th 
Congressional District Office to answer the 
following question. Who Is Sylvia Panetta? 
The question Is posed to her and after 
a moment to collect her thoughts, she 
begins without hesitation, "First of all I am 
an Individual. Over the years I have learned 
to understand myself, to test myself and 
know my strengths and weaknE!$05. I think 
the key philosophy In life, that I have, Is 
that I know who I am, what I am and 
where I'm going." 
She deviates momentarily from her 
thought process, to observe the office 
functioning. Contented that all Is well, she 
continues. "One learns things from trial and 
error. The Important thing In life Is to 
benefit from It What I mean by that Is, to 
learn from It and that Includes mistakes as 
well as the correct things we do. We learn 
from all our experiences. I've always ad-
dressed my life, whether personally or 
professionally In that manner." 
Born and raised In Northern C:lllfornla, 
Sylvia Varnl left home to attend college at 
Dominican College In San Raphael, C:lllfor-
nla. She studied nursing at St Joseph Col-
lege of Nursing, also In San Raphael. Fol-
lowing graduation, she not only became a 
registered nurse, but also Leon Panetta's 
bride. 
During his studies at Santa Qara Unlver-
slt;y, In Santa Oara, callfomfa, Leon Panetta 
enrolled In the Reserve Officer's Training 
Corps. Upon graduation, he received a 
draft deferment from the Vietnam conflict 
to attend Santa aara's Law School. Follow-
ing successful completlon of law school, Lt 
and Mrs. Leon Panetta were off to their 
first assignment 
"Our first assignment, .. Mrs. Panetta 
recalled, "was the Basic Officer Infantry 
Course at Fort Benning, Georgia. His 
branch was Intelligence, but In those days 
everyone was reporting to Benning." Be-
cause of his mother's terminal Illness, the 
Panetta's received a compassionate reas-
Slgnment to Fort Ord, C:lllfornla. 
Living In quarters described by Mrs. 
by Regina P. Oalvln 
Panetta as "fantastic housing", the Panet-
tas and their t'NO young sons lived at their 
Fort Ord address for 18 months. In tJme, 
the Panetta family would grow to lndude 
one more son. 
Reminded of the early days and the 
frequent traveling required of the military 
llfescyle, Mrs. Panetta reminisced about a 
particular drive across country. "I remem-
ber driving the southernmost route across 
the states In our V. W The boys were In the 
back and It was quite adventurous." 
"I understand what the spouse of a 
military person endures. You get to meet 
different people and have different experi-
ences-that's not to say It Isn't difficult 
Having been In for just two years I under-
stand that But It was often an exciting 
tlme." 
The reminiscing and conversation con-
tJnued. Mrs. Panetta then began to discuss 
the role of being part of a family when a 
member of that family Is serving his or her 
country. She commented, "I feel I have a 
camaraderie with the spouse of someone Jn 
the mllltary,. because, my husband Is prcr 
vldlng a service to his country also, as an 
elected official. .. 
Like most mllltary families, the Panet-
tas also endure sacrifices. Referring to this 
Mrs. Panetta said, illere are the absences. 
My husband Jives most of the time back 
east and then comes home on weekends to 
meet with the constituents. There are posi-
tive parts of that facet of your relationship. 
You are forced to live Independently. That 
"l f\."-o~~ 
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places you In a situation where you can 
develop as an Individual-develop more of 
your own strengths and capabilities and 
strengthen your own character. That's also 
true for the absent spouse." 
Commenting on frequent separations 
she said, "My philosophy Is, the experiences 
In life that I have are Important to me 
because I can learn and grow from them. 
Does that mean that there's not loneliness? 
Of course, there's loneliness. Sometimes 
there Is that feeling of, oh gosh, I wish I had 
someone here to help me.· 
"When the kids were smaller It was very 
difficult I was raising them pretty much by 
myself. It was almost like being a single 
parent, and that, Is a challenge." 
"I was the one who made the decision 
to live In California and not move east 
(Washington D.C.). I realized It was my 
decision and therefore I had to learn to deal 
with rt· 
"When a woman marries someone In the 
military, that Is part of her decision. It's a 
matter of dealing with the situation .. 
Sometimes that's hard, and I understand 
thatbecause I've experienced It" 
Although by profe$1on Sylvia Panetta Is 
a registered nurse, she has been the District 
Administrator for Congressman Panetta for 
the last fourteen years. This Is a volunteer 
position for Mrs. Panetta. Because of 
nepotism laws she receives no salary. Mrs. 
Panetta Is Involved heavily In her husband's 
career. Addressing this Issue she comments, 
"Since I've been doing this, there are more 
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and more spouses of congressmen and 
women Involved In their partner's career. I 
believe that before you get married you'd 
better know what you're getting Into. By 
that, I mean, find out what are the com-
mitments. I frankly believe that now, In the 
90's, the spouse does not have to feel as 
obllgat.ed to show or be a part of her/his 
spouse's career. There Is a little more Inde-
pendence allowed. I see that In the mili-
tary." 
"You find more and more women who 
are married to people In the mllltary, who 
lead their own llf e. This Is also true In poli-
tics. What I'm saying Is that It Is an lndlvfd-
ual decision. It was an Individual decision I 
made to be very Involved In my husband's 
career because I love It It's part of me and 
It's part of him." 
When an Individual serves his or her 
country, they represent the government 
Inevitably, there will be times when public 
opinions will be In conflict to the govern-
ment's position. Whether one Is serving 
their country In the mllltary or In the U.S. 
Congress, It can be difficult to bear the 
brunt of hostile public opinion." When 
asked how she reacts when the policies her 
husband represents come under criticism, 
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Mrs. Panetta responded, "Flrstof all, this 
(our country) Is a democracy and everyone 
has a right to their opinion. If you can 
operate on that basis then It Isn't difficult 
Secondly, you have to maintain a certain 
amount of ol1]ecUvlty. What I may feel 
strongly about In one way, someone else 
may feel strongly about In another. Who am 
I to 'SdY I am all right? To understand that 
we an have a right to our opinion, that Is 
the beauty of democracy." 
"When I see someone outside demon-
strating about something, whether ft hap-
pens to be that they agree or disagree with 
the congressman, that doesn't bother me 
at all. That's what Leon Panetta happens to 
stand for because he believes In democ-
racy.· Mrs. Panetta added that essential to 
surviving crftlclsm Is to focus on "~ectlv­
lcy and respect for other people's opinions." 
As an afterthought she added, "People 
talk about getting a thick skin; I don't agree 
that you have to get a thick skin. What you 
do get Is a greater sensitivity. If you're 
really wise and you learn from this life, you 
will have a great.er sense of other people's 
feelings and needs, and Of their opinions 
and views. If you aCXEpt people as Individu-
als, It Is a lot easier to accept their views 
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and where they are coming from". 
What does the future hold for the Pan-
ettas? "I will say, and I think this Is true for 
a military family, the llfes1;yle (we're living) 
Isn't forever. There will be a time when 
Leon and I will do something else. There 
wlU be a tfme when Leon and I say this Is 
It, we've given our service and now It's time 
to go on with something else. I think It's 
Important to evaluate constantly where you 
should be going and what you are doing, 
and I reserve the right to do so." 
With the phones once again In a non-
stop barrage of ringing, the office Is a 
bastion of productJve fury. One can't enter 
or leave the 16th Congressional District 
Office without the sense of knowing that 
this office gets 00wn to business. Further-
more, one can't meet Sylvia Panetta and 
not understand that she Is the catalyst for 
that envtronment 
The question remains, who Is Sylvia 
Panetta? She Is, by her own admission, an 
Individual, a wife, a mother and a profes--
slonal. However, It Isn't difficult from ob-
servation to know that she also Is Con-
gressman Panetta's biggest fan, and suraly 
his most loyal constituent 
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